Sexual abuse is a serious global public health issue with wide-ranging consequences for the physical, emotional and socioeconomic wellbeing of the survivor [1] . Worldwide, up to 35% of women are estimated to have suffered some form of physical and/or sexual violence in their lifetime, with 20% reporting childhood abuse [2] . In 2012, the United Nations called for a global concerted effort to improve reporting on sexual abuse to facilitate strategies to reduce all forms of violence against women and girls [3] . Our aims were to describe the patterns of sexual abuse in an ethnically diverse population in Sri Lanka. In addition, we sought to identify the relationship between the assailant and survivor. These were according to categorised guidelines of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, and the categorisation of sexual abuse in the Sri Lanka Penal Code [4, 5] .
A retrospective descriptive study was carried out of cases of sexual abuse among women and girls which were reported to the Police Women and Children's Bureau in Ampara district between April 2012 and April 2013. We obtained population data by gender, ethnicity and administrative area from the National Census 2012 [6] . Victims of sexual abuse were categorised into three age groups: <16, 16-18 and >18 years of age. They were further grouped according to the ethnicity (Sinhalese, Tamil, or Muslim). The relationship between the victim and assailant was classified according to guidelines set out by the United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime [4] . All reported cases of sexual abuse were also categorised according to the Sri Lanka penal code into major and minor offences [5] . Major offences included grave sexual abuse, rape and sex trafficking. Minor offences included sexual harassment.
We identified 145 reported cases of sexual abuse among women and girls between April 2012 and April 2013 ( Our data suggest that the majority of reported cases were of Sinhalese ethnicity. However, we cannot exclude the possibility that females from Tamil and Muslim populations were less likely than their Sinhalese counterparts to report sexual abuse. Indeed, the literature suggests that cultural norms and religious practices associated with particular ethnic groups may influence a person's willingness to report sexual abuse [7] . Our analysis showed a majority of serious offences were committed against children. A total of 69 major offences were recorded in all age groups of these, 51 occurred in children ≤18 years. Children constitute a vulnerable group in society and a systematic approach is required to reduce the burden of childhood sexual abuse and the accompanying physical and emotional sequelae. Overall, strangers were most commonly identified as the perpetrator of sexual abuse in our study. It is possible that a pre-existing relationship with the assailant influences a victim's likelihood of disclosing sexual abuse. Therefore our finding may not accurately reflect the relationship between the victim and the assailant.
The large number of major offences involving the victim's current intimate partner in girls aged less than 16 years suggests a need for education and discussion about Sri Lanka's penal code on sexual offences. This can be based on the approach in the United Kingdom on sexual offences in minors within a consensual relationship [8] .
The main limitation of our study was its reliance on data from sexual abuse cases reported to Police stations in Ampara District. This excludes all unreported sexual abuse and as a result it is likely that we have significantly underestimated the actual burden of sexual abuse in the district. Further research should be conducted in order to determine the countrywide significance of sexual abuse among the female population and establish a baseline from which to develop and implement effective strategies to prevent this serious human rights violation.
